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SUMMERHILL, by 
A. S. Neill. Penguin, 336pp., 
$1.20. 
RISINGHILL: DEATH OF A 
COMPREHENSIVE SCHOOL, 
by Leila Berg. Penguin, 
2 8 7  p p ., $ 1 .0 0 .
T O  ANYONE even vaguely interested 
in education, the  appearance of A. S. 
N eill’s Sum m erhill m ust seem long 
overdue. T h e  original Gollancz h a rd ­
back edition  (1962) contained a fore­
word by Erich From m  which is om it­
ted  here, b u t it was im portan t more 
as a com m ent on Neill the  m an than  
as a p re lude to  the  ideas which m oti­
vate him.
Essentially, Sum m erhill is a selection 
(made by Neill himself) from four 
of his previous n ine books, and as 
such, can be safely regarded as a dis­
tillation  of th e  ideas w hich he  began 
to articulate in  1926, just five years 
after the  founding of Sum m erhill. In  
this sense, Sum m erhill is a necessary 
book, for no o th er English educational 
experim ent of this century has been 
so popularly  discussed or so widely 
condem ned, largely from a basis of 
ignorance and m isinform ation.
Some readers may be tu rned  away 
by the ra th e r dated  F reudian  concepts 
which are so liberally  sprinkled 
th roughout the  book. T hey  need not 
be, for it rem ains an  im portan t docu­
m ent th a t overrides the  need for 
special pleading.
Sum m erhill revolves a round the 
concept of “self-regulation” and its 
n a tu ra l ad junct, the “free ch ild”. Neill 
is explicit in  his definition:
“Self-regulation means the rig h t . . . 
to live freely, w ithout outside a u th ­
ority in  things psychic and somatic . . . 
I believe th a t to impose anything by 
au tho rity  is wrong. T h e  child  should 
no t do anything u n til he  comes to 
the  opin ion — his own opinion — th a t 
it should be done.”
N eill’s object, of course, is to p ro ­
duce a happy  child: one free of the 
neuroses and hang-ups he sees as the 
in h eren t p roduct of any au tho ritarian  
system, however m ild. T h e  theory is 
laudable, and  few could disagree w ith 
it. T h e  practice, however, would seem 
to raise a few problem s.
T h e  first problem  is an educational 
one. “Sum m erhill is a difficult place 
in  which to study”. T h e  words are 
Neill's, and a lthough he adm its this, 
he offers no viable solution. T o  the 
child  who genuinely chooses th e  self- 
discipline necessary for academic study, 
a  barrie r is raised. R ather, Neill skips 
away from  the  problem , citing the 
special case:
“L earning is im portan t — b u t no t to 
everyone. Nijinsky could not pass his 
school exams . . . and  he could not 
enter the State Ballet w ithout passing 
those exams . . . they faked an exam 
for him , giving h im  the  answers with 
the papers — so a biography says. W hat 
a loss to the  world if Nijinsky had  had 
really to pass those exams.”
T h e  objection is no t to the  “ faked 
exam ” b u t to the fact th a t Neill con­
cedes a bias in  favour of creative 
activity. W hile adm itting  a need for 
concessions to aid creativity, he  fails 
to  adm it th a t concessions may be n e ­
cessary to aid  intellectual curiosity.
E qually im portan t is the social o b ­
jection which m ust be m ade, for no 
m atter how  im portan t Sum m erhill has 
become as an  educational experim ent, 
i t  cannot in  any sense be  regarded 
as a social one. T o  his credit, Neill 
adm its this:
"W hen  we opened the  school, the 
difficulties were especially grave. W e
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could only take children from the 
u p p er and m iddle classes because we 
had to make ends m eet . . .  we have 
never been able to take the  children 
of the very poor. T h a t is a pity, for 
we have had to confine o u r study to 
only the children of the m iddle class.’'
The ramifications of this problem  
are self-evident and while they cannot 
be ignored, they do not necessarily d e ­
tract from the value of the Sum m erhill 
concept. Neill's successes can help 
am eliorate the needless au thoritarian- 
isms of m any of our schools; his fa il­
ures (and their admissions) can rem ind 
us th a t idealism need not be allied 
w ith zealotry.
Leila Berg's R isinghill, by contrast, 
is a fine exam ple of w hat could have 
been a m ajor piece of social criticism, 
spoiled by undue  partisanship  and at 
times, ideological bigotry.
Risinghill is the story of the rise 
and fall of a new comprehensive school 
and of its headm aster, W. M. Duane. 
A friend and adm irer of A. S. Neill, 
D uane a ttem pted  to apply some of his 
non-au thoritarian  principles to a school 
w ith in  the London County Council 
system. Risinghill came in to  being in 
1960. In  1965 it was closed in  the face 
of docum ented evidence which proved 
th a t Duane had  no t only raised the 
academic standards of the  school, bu t 
had  also lowered the  nu m b er of 
students on police p robation  from 
nittety-eight to nine.
These issues are clear. C lear also is 
the  fact that Duane needed a cham pion. 
Leila Berg obviously had  the  energy 
and the dedication to fill such a role. 
She was also wise enough to realise 
th a t the  issues which caused the  R is­
inghill controversy were no t polarised 
around  the  refusal of W. M. Duane 
to use corporal punishm ent:
“Is it not w orth u nderlin ing  that 
the  inspector who denounced the  school
the first tim e was a m an  who was 
interested in ‘gramm ar-school m ate r­
ial' and a m an who approved of cor­
poral punishm ent, and th a t the  in ­
spector who denounced it the  second 
tim e was a m an  w’ho was opposed to 
comprehensive schools and to all large 
schools?”
A lthough assured otherwise when 
offered the job  a t R isinghill, Duane 
entered a school which was doomed 
from its beginnings. H ere the picture 
becomes cloudy. T his is due in part 
to the difficulty in getting  adequate 
inform ation from the  L.C.C., b u t Mrs. 
Berg m ust take a large am ount of 
the blame. T h e  extent to which the 
L.G.C. was determ ined to close Rising- 
liill in  spite of, ra th e r th an  because 
of Duane, is no t easy to ascertain, b lit 
Mrs. Berg obscures the  issue by using 
the book to pillory  anyone who does 
no t agree w ith her very definite views 
on authoritarianism . Hence all " a u th ­
o rita rian” teachers are lum ped together 
and charged w ith  the same fault:
"Since the au th o rita rian  teachers 
were horrified a t the  idea of going in to  
the English ch ild ren’s homes, they 
were scarcely likely to visit the im m i­
grants.”
No exceptions? A pparently  not, and 
the im plication th a t “a u th o rita rian ” 
equals “bigoted” is left to stand. Nor 
is the  exam ple an isolated instance. 
W hen a school governor lam ents that 
the Risinghill children don’t behave 
like those in H am pstead, Leila Berg 
parenthetically  comments “T his cry, 
slightly varied, was to be passed like 
a sad bean-bag from one au tho ritarian  
socialist to an o th er”. Socialist equals 
authoritarian?
Just as dam aging to R isingh ill as a 
valid docum ent are the  credibility 
problems. W hen m arshalling evidence 
in favour of he r own principles, Mrs. 
Berg is careful to denote tim e and 
place. W hen the need arises, however, 
she will resort to gossip and innuendo:
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“In triguingly  (pun?), some of the 
most rig id  au thoritarians, the most 
b itte r opponents of Mr. Duane were 
Communists. Roughly speaking, w ithin 
the  d istrict, English Communists 
tended to oppose Mr. Duane, while 
foreign Com munists (by which I do 
not m ean Russian or Chinese; I never 
saw a Russian or Chinese in Islington) 
warm ly supported  him . But those 
Com munists who opposed him  d id  so 
in  a m uch m ore organised way than  
any o th er of his opponents bar the 
L.C.C.”
T h ere  is no question of citing dates 
or places here, just a blanket accusa­
tion which Leila B ergs needs seem 
to dem and.
R isinghill school was closed. Educa­
tion  suffered, the com m unity suffered, 
W. M. D uane suffered and the child­
ren suffered, b u t w hat could have been 
a needed indictm ent and a handbook 
to prevent its recurrence is m arred 
by au thorial intrusion. Unlike Jo n a­
th an  Kozol's Death at an Early Age 
(an objective yet hum an  analysis of 
i he segregated schools in Boston) Mrs. 
Berg's book fails because he r polemics 
dom inate the  analysis.
G ra n t  M cG reg o r .
THE MAKING OF THE 
ENGLISH WORKING 
CLASSES, by E. P. Thompson. 
Penguin, 958pp., $3.05.
T H E  PER IO D  between 1780 and 1832 
seemed to have been saturated  w ith 
studies some years before the first 
publication  of Thom pson's book in 
1963. So m uch takes place that it is 
reasonable to see this epoch as more 
influential th an  any o ther in the shap­
ing of m odern English history: the 
Industria l Revolution, the  French 
wars, Rom anticism , the  French Revo­
lution, U tilitarianism , the  organisation 
of an independent America and the 
years leading up  to the  Reform  Bill.
M arx, Toynbee, the  W ebbs, the  H am ­
m onds, Dr. Dorothy George, Clapham , 
Bryant, Hobsbawm, Rogers, Ashton, 
Hayek and m any m ore have been 
fatally a ttracted  and in  m any cases 
equally fatally betrayed.
Being a period in  which the m odern 
class struggle was becoming clearly 
defined — the rise of the working 
classes, the  consolidation of m iddle 
class power — it is especially open to 
biassed in terpreta tion . On one hand, 
the early historians who were also 
social reformers, T horo ld  Rogers, 
Toynbee and the Ham m onds for in ­
stance, allowed their sym pathy for the 
oppressed elem ents of the working 
classes to d istort their historical p e r­
spective. On the o ther hand , there arc 
historians like Professor Ashton whose 
m ore recent works read  suspiciously 
like special pleading, who suggest that 
a certain  am ount of oppression is inev­
itab le  and justifiable and who go out 
of th e ir way to defend the virtues of 
m idd le  class capitalism . Somewhere 
off on  a lim b of his own is A rthur 
Bryant. His three books on the  years 
betw een 1792 and 1822 are im pression­
istic, occasionally b rillian t works, with 
a distinct propagandist intention . P a t­
riotism , gentlem anship, sterling British 
soldiery, beef and Jo h n  Bull; he does 
no t evade the problem  of working class 
suffering b u t he m inimises it. His belief 
in  B ritish character, which in  some 
ways is rem iniscent of T hom as Arnold, 
leads him  in to  suggesting th a t the 
legacy of the past has been well fu l­
filled in  th e  fu ture, th a t everything 
tu rn ed  ou t for the best.
T h is is no t Thom pson's view, and 
while asking for complete objectivity 
from a h istorian  is asking too m uch, 
it is necessary to p o in t ou t the lim ita ­
tion  of his bias. T h ere  is a slight bu t 
persistent undertone  of anger. T h e  
w orking classes, Thom pson m aintains 
rightly , have been betrayed. In  deal­
ing w ith the  early history of Radicalism 
he is necessarily dealing w ith oppres­
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